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Writing Teacher Education in Extraordinary Times 
 
 
Not Quite the End of the World: Two 
Student Teachers Grappling with 
COVID-19 
Katie Alford, McKendree University 
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the lives of everyone. No one has gone 
unscathed by orders to shelter in place, but people wrapping up a phase of their life and 
beginning a new chapter are especially affected as they transition. For my two student 
teachers this spring semester, COVID-19 brought an abrupt and confusing ending to their 
student teaching experiences. Here I will share with you their stories as they traversed the 
complicated and unknown world of COVID-19 and e-learning as they ended one phase of 
life and began another. 
Our university is a small private college in Southern Illinois. The K-12 schools we serve 
are predominantly rural, but we are close to Saint Louis, and there is a growing suburban 
population. I was fortunate to have the opportunity to be the supervisor for both Hayley 
and Robert in their field three placements in the fall and then their student teaching 
placements this spring. I will say Hayley and Robert are every teacher educators dream 
come true. In my methods course in the fall, they engaged deeply with the readings and 
truly grappled with how they saw themselves in their future classrooms. In the field, they 
were also top-notch. Both created lively and engaging lessons that asked students to 
contemplate what they know, have read, and apply it to their worlds.  
Robert and Hayley are both masters students at our university and returned to school to get 
their teaching degrees. Robert already has an undergraduate degree in English and history 
and a master's in poetry. Hayley has her undergraduate degree in English literature and 
writing and worked as an aide and substitute in area schools before returning for her 
teaching license.  
Hayley was studying to enter the middle school setting, and her placement was at a middle 
school in one of the larger towns in the county. Unfortunately, the district remains one of 
the last schools to take paper-pencil state tests, and they do not offer one-to-one learning 
and have limited computers on campus. Robert was preparing to teach at the secondary 
level, and his placement was at a private Catholic school that serves the whole county. It 
is only eight years old, but they have been one-to-one since opening. Both Hayley and 
Robert chose these placements from earlier observations in these particular classrooms. 
COVID-19 struck between weeks eight and nine of the semester, exactly half-way through 
the 16-week student teaching program. They had both completed their second lesson plans 
for me to observe and had completed their mid-term review with me and their cooperating 
teacher. They were both on their way to student teaching success. 
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As I went back and read their reflections pre-COVID-19 and then as it occurred and 
continued, I was able to see some commonalities that I suppose many student teachers 
across the United States experienced as well. Student teaching is one of the most complex 
transitional spaces to navigate, and COVID-19 complicated it that much more. Robert 
began his reflection week nine by citing the R.E.M. song "It's the End of the World."  
It's the end of the world as we know it 
(it's the end) 
Of the world as we know it 
(it's the end) 
Of the world as we know it 
And I feel fiiiiiiiiiiine 
Like the song, Robert goes on to acknowledge how lucky he and his students are because 
of their resources: 
Students already are used to doing assignments and turning them in online as well 
as receiving instruction that way; the school has virtual days on snow days, which 
although a horrendous theft of childhood innocence, does have the students pretty 
well prepared for what the next two weeks will look like. 
Robert typically had this humorous yet critical take on things. His next reaction was to 
worry about how his students who struggled already would handle the pandemic and e-
learning. Two weeks seemed like too much time away from face-to-face instruction and a 
great deal of learning would be lost. He was already planning to have daily check-ins with 
students to monitor their progress and ensure they were not taking a "vacation from school" 
as he predicted they might. They invariably did.  
He ended this initial COVID-19 reflection by recognizing that this would not be easy for 
students and teachers alike. "I'm sure 15,090 things will go wrong this week that I've never 
even thought of, and it will be a scramble to solve it all." He also predicted, accurately, that 
this was not just going to end after two weeks, "I have a side bet going that there's no way 
we're back to school two Tuesdays from now." How right he was. 
Hayley's reaction was delayed as her school continued for a few days longer- preparing 
both teachers and students for the inevitable e-learning. Like Robert, Hayley had some 
initial worries about the strain this would cause for both teachers and students. She tried to 
remain realistic, however, about the extraordinary nature of all this, "I'm trying not to worry 
too much because the information we were given Friday could change drastically by 
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Monday morning." I was proud she could already recognize the shifting landscape of 
education, especially in a crisis.  
Initially, Hayley saw this pause in face-to-face learning as an opportunity to grow as a 
teacher and stretch her teacher technology muscles. "I have lofty plans for my students 
during this down-time and all the things we can accomplish with e-learning. I'm hopeful I 
can try out some new things and put some methods to use that haven't been done before in 
this particular classroom." Coming from a school that had limited technology resources, 
this was her chance to engage students through the use of technology- albeit in their homes.  
Two weeks in their optimism had faded. Hayley reflected, "Everything went from a feeling 
of temporary to tedious. I was actively creating busywork, and that was not encouraging." 
Robert as well lost his hope, "It seems pretty obvious by now that this is going to be our 
new normal for a long time, and I personally don't think I'll see the inside of a physical 
classroom again during student teaching." They recognized within two weeks that COVID-
19 was to impact their student teaching experiences irrevocably.   
Post Analysis 
Both Hayley and Robert passed their student teaching with flying colors despite the 
pandemic. Our state waved the edTPA requirement for licensure, but both had already 
completed the work when this was announced, and they both passed, again with high 
scores. The university waved the final two observations although they still prepared their 
lesson plans and submitted those. On paper, they have done as much as any other past 
student teacher, but their experience was nothing like their predecessors. 
By the end of the semester, Hayley and Robert both had taken time to reflect on what 
COVID-19 meant to their student teaching experience as a whole. Hayley noted, "I 
absolutely feel like I missed out on valuable time in the classroom that could have led to 
better development for myself as an educator." Robert tried to remain hopeful in the end 
but also realistic about what this experience offered him as he prepared to be a teacher, "I 
guess we'll hope my teaching doesn't suffer too much from not getting all that in-person 
intensive experience, and maybe got strengthened in a different area from intensive e-
teaching? I don't know, but that sounds like a good way to spin it if I ever get asked." 
Hayley and Robert both clearly realized that COVID-19 certainly had a negative impact 
on their teacher preparation. 
They both missed their students profoundly and regularly in their reflections, noted how 
frustrating this all was regarding their relationships with students. Hayley was disappointed 
that she was not getting the same level of engagement from students, "I miss interacting 
with my students. I miss hearing their opinions and thoughts on what we are doing." Robert 
felt the same. Seeing his students' faces had provided for him so much immediate feedback 
and meaning, "how they look, how they talk, checking the students in the room, that all 
serves as barometers." Hayley and Robert had already learned the subtle teaching art of 
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reading the room and because of COVID-19 that room had disappeared, and they were 
forced to read students through a digital platform. A much more complicated task.  
In the last two weeks they both grappled with how they might say goodbye to their students 
in a way that conveyed their gratitude to the students who had taught them how to be better 
teachers. Robert wrote a stirring farewell letter with words of advice to his students about 
living life and taking risks. Hayley ended the year with Zoom meetings with each class. 
They both shared how anti-climactic this ending felt for them. 
Writing Instruction 
Teaching ELA throughout COVID-19 presented many teachers, and these two preservice 
teachers with several challenges. The first of which was how to provide effective and 
efficient feedback on writing for students. Hayley had many of the same writing instruction 
concerns as most preservice ELA teachers do, "I believe as a language arts teacher I need 
to assign writing regularly to teach my students how to be effective writers, but I am 
worried about my ability to get these things graded efficiently! … especially in light of this 
all." Hayley did some shifting in her instruction to help with this and to hopefully improve 
students' engagement with writing. "I gave students the option to turn in a journal at any 
time, and I try to write responses once a week.” Hayley still learned that as a teacher, 
sometimes we have to adapt to address the pressing demands of our classroom space. 
During COVID-19 this lesson still holds true.  
Robert actually had a very engaging interaction with a struggling writer during e-learning. 
His student struggled in person to engage and complete his work, and Robert was worried 
throughout COVID-19 how this particular student would fare. Robert, however, was able 
to find a practical and successful strategy to improve not just this student’s writing, but 
also his motivation and engagement with writing. Robert scheduled one-on-one Zoom 
meetings with several students who needed writing support. After three of these Zoom 
meetings with this particular student, he was able to help him go from what Robert dubbed 
a "cataclysmically bad" draft to a more focused and narrowed paper. One the student was 
proud to hand in. 
In the end, Robert wondered, "does Zoom conferencing have a place moving forward as 
we return to physical school eventually? I think…the answer might be yes. I'm going to be 
thinking about this one for a while, so I don't have big conclusions, but it seems like too 
useful a tool to discard." He found many positive experiences from this unique demand on 
teaching. Because of COVID-19, he was granted the time and energy to support a student's 
writing development more closely. Robert felt the exhilaration we teachers get when a 
student digs deep and grows from our guided support. He considered how he might 
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While COVID-19 dramatically changed the landscape of these two student teachers 
experiences, they still learned valuable lessons about their work as ELA teachers. Perhaps 
not surprisingly they both realized how important reading students is to their work in 
preparing future writers. Our job as teachers is to evaluate where our students are and their 
interests and then engage them in the complex work of writing. Teaching in digital spaces 
makes this challenging but not impossible to support learners in their writing development. 
Teachers must pivot and adjust according to the unique demands of each and every 
classroom. COVID-19 stretched their capacity to adjust and quickly find alternative paths 
to success for all students.  
The one-on-one writing support Robert offered highlighted for him how vital a meaningful 
dialogue between writer and teacher can be to improving not just the writing, but the 
confidence of the author. For Hayley continuous feedback on writing and flexibility with 
students helped her encourage and grow the writers in her classroom. Both Robert and 
Hayley experienced firsthand the shifting landscape of education and as a result became 
much more aware of educations position in the world and its obligation to the students it 
serves. They found unique ways to continue this work under an exceptionally difficult 
circumstance. They are stronger for this experience, just as every teacher has grown so 
have they from the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
